Cancer and stigma: experience of patients with chemotherapy-induced alopecia.
Chemotherapy-induced alopecia is one of the most distressing side-effects of chemotherapy. In this article we examine how patients react to hair loss due to chemotherapy; for women in particular, the reaction involves a confrontation with the lethal nature of cancer, whilst for men it is a normal and inevitable consequence of treatment. We then analyse the strategies used to cope with alopecia. One strategy involves camouflaging and hiding; the patients wear wigs in an attempt to partially or completely hide their hair loss. Another strategy is to treat it as commonplace: wearing a wig is played down and banalised. Sometimes this can take the form of provocation, in which case baldness is seen as the symbol of the cancer patient's new identity.